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PROJECT FOCUSES ON KEEPING NATIVE TRADITIONS SACRED
MISSOULA—
The annual Northwest conference of “Many Voices, One Message — Keep Tobacco 
Sacred” project was held in Clarkston, Wash., Oct. 12-13.
The goal of the University of Montana-based project, funded by the Department of 
Health and Human Services Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, is to 
reduce the trend of commercial tobacco use in American Indian populations, with special 
emphasis on youth.
“Tobacco has been used for many generations as offerings to the spirits for planting, 
gathering food and healing ceremonies,” said Danny Vollin, tobacco education specialist and 
member of the Salish tribe who works on the project for UM. “Tobacco abuse is not 
traditional use of tobacco.”
This year’s conference presenters focused not only on tobacco abuse and policy, but 
also on how modern society has affected the traditional Native lifestyle and the health issues 
that may result, said Bernadette Bannister, UM project director.
Vollin gave the conference keynote address, “Perceiving the Sacred and Native 
Lifestyle.”
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Featured speaker, Santa Fe-based chef and renowned food photographer Lois Ellen 
Frank is part Kiowa and a European blend on her mother’s side, as well as Sephardic and 
German Jewish on her father’s side. She has spent much of her life immersing herself in 
culinary traditions and exploring the role of those traditions in defining a culture.
Her conference presentation, “The Importance of Indigenous Foods,” described the 
value of Native ceremonies and traditions and a return to healthy diets.
The high incidence of illnesses such as diabetes in modern Native populations, Frank 
said, may be the result of not eating traditional foods.
The project’s annual conference offers an educational and cultural forum to address the 
devastating effects of commercial tobacco use in Indian country. An emphasis is placed on 
translating science-based strategies into community action.
In addition to the annual conference, the project presents educational sessions that 
provide knowledge and tools to incorporate traditional and sacred use of tobacco in prevention 
and cessation programs. Project personnel also work with Native youth to build leadership 
skills.
For more information, go online to http://www.umt.edu/ce/cps/voices.htm.
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Note to Editors: Following is a story by Danielle Lattuga about the featured speaker at the 
Many Voices, One Message conference, Ellen Lois Frank. Danielle is a technical writer at UM 







Story by Danielle Lattuga:
It can be said that a photographer’s primary tasks are interpretation and evocation. But 
in the case of Lois Ellen Frank, one might also argue that the photographer is entwined in the 
act of seeking identity, not only of her subject matter, but of herself — a sort of melding of 
souls as an expression of the connection between all things.
The Santa Fe based chef and renowned food photographer seems to exude vibrancy and 
vivaciousness, whether she is photographing the deep warm hues of chili peppers or talking 
about orchestrating a full day of preparing traditional meals. This liveliness could easily be 
attributed to the way of life that is embraced and taught by Lois Ellen Frank.
Frank is part Kiowa and a European blend on her mother’s side, Sephardic and German 
Jewish on her father’s side. She has spent much of her life immersing herself in Southwestern 
culinary traditions and exploring the role of those traditions in defining the culture.
Frank asserts that traditional foods such as corn, beans, squash and chilies are integral 
with the identity of the people; you can’t take them away from the people without taking away 
the culture. The food is ingrained within the Southwestern way of life.
But Frank does not stop there. She continues to explore the relevance of these foods in 
terms of how they relate to contemporary times and how Native people can maintain their 
traditions in a modern world and embrace healthy, dynamic lifestyles.
The significance of this exploration becomes perfectly clear when one considers the 
high instance of diabetes and obesity in modern Native populations. Historically, there was
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little to no evidence of diabetes and obesity in Native peoples who were eating traditional 
Native foods.
When talking with Frank, it is clear that her life is about continuous motion and 
building upon her accomplishments and lessons, not using any of the highlights as stopping 
points. On any given day, she is working on an extensive photo project, participating in a 
traditional feast or peeling away the layers of her doctoral dissertation. She talks about her 
dissertation work as if it is an ingredient in an elaborate meal.
“It is more of an additive process, part of life,” Frank said. “It must be a part of life 
for me, not a change.”
She is incorporating traditional values, rituals and ceremony into her contemporary life, 
a life that serves as the example and the starting point for teaching.
When she harvests foods, whether wild or cultivated, she makes the ritual offerings of 
corn and tobacco as gratitude and an integral part of the cycle of growing. She approaches any 
endeavor with four sacred questions: Who am I? Where do I come from? Where am I going? 
How do I want to get there?
Her language embodies the mythological aspect of culture that often is lost in most 
contemporary societies. When she talks about identity, she refers to the hard journey as the 
“red road -  how to resist and hold our own in the world.”
As a younger woman, Frank found that when she was with non-Native people, she was 
never perceived as non-Native enough, and when she was with Native people, she wasn’t 
perceived as Native enough. She calls this struggle that Native youth clearly face today, as
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“walking the path between two worlds.” Her goal in teaching youth is to help them find the 
tools for walking that path in a comfortable and confident way that embraces who they are and 
the difference in others.
“When in ceremony or with like-minded people, it is easy to do what is right,” Frank 
said. “But it is the daily life that presents the most challenges. We need to reflect on what we 
do in our daily lives, to resist daily pressures. This is the red road for kids. A lot of life is 
figuring that out, being a productive human being who happens to be Native. ”
In 2002, Frank published a cookbook titled “Foods of the Southwest Indian Nations,” 
an exploration and adaptation of traditional recipes to modern palates and kitchens, as well as 
healthy diets.
The book was the culmination of more than 16 years of Frank’s journey, visiting 
reservations in the Southwest, cooking, feasting and learning indigenous traditions and recipes 
from the region’s Native people. The book won her the prestigious James Beard Award.
Frank got out of the kitchen and put her camera down long enough to be a featured 
speaker and work with attendees, including aspiring Native youth leaders, at the Many Voices, 
One Message: Keep Tobacco Sacred conference in Clarkston, Wash., Oct. 12-13. The 
conference, sponsored in part by the Department of Health and Human Services Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, is presented by The University of Montana 
Continuing Education’s Technical Assistance and Training Center.
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